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Women, Work And Family: Recent
Economic Trends
MANUELITA URETA*

I. INTRODUCTION
This article presents an overview of recent economic trends in the labor
force behavior of men and women. The focus is on those factors that appear
to play a major role in women's decisions about their involvement in the labor
market. With the aid of simple statistical summaries, empirical evidence is
reported on the decision to work for a wage, whether to work full-time or less
than full-time, how to care for children, how much to spend on children, and
other topics. Throughout, special attention is paid to existing sex, race and
age differences in the behavior of workers.
If.

TRENDS IN THE U.S. LABOR MARKET DURING THIS CENTURY

Over the course of this century, the U.S. labor market has undergone
several dramatic changes, but to those concerned with issues revolving around
the family, perhaps the salient development concerns the opposite trends in the
behavior of men and women in the labor market. In the case of men, two of
the more basic indicators of labor market involvement, the labor force
participation rate' and, conditional on working for a wage, the number of
2
hours worked, have decreased significantly during this period. The declines
in labor force participation and in hours worked did not occur simultaneously.
First came the decline in hours worked followed by declining labor force
participation 3 , as is illustrated in the following tables.
A.

HOURS OF WORK BY MEN IN MANUFACTURING

Table I reports the percentage distribution of weekly hours of work in
manufacturing by employed men for five calendar years, beginning with the
year 1909. In the early part of the century, men employed in manufacturing
Q 1998 by Manuelita Ureta. Associate Professor of Economics, Texas A&M
*
University.
1. The labor force participation rate is defined as the number of employed workers

plus the number of unemployed workers divided by the number in the population of working
age.
2. See Tables 1, 3, and 4.
3. See Tables 1,3, and 4.
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worked very long hours. In the year 1909 only 8 percent of the men worked
48 or fewer hours per week, while the remaining 92 percent of the men
worked 49 or more hours per week. By 1919, hours worked per week by men
employed in manufacturing had dropped an astonishing amount. Only half of
the men were working in excess of 48 hours per week, and the other half
worked 48 or fewer hours per week. The next decade saw a slight reversal of
this trend, with 54 percent of the men working in excess of 48 hours per week
in 1929. It is interesting to note that this pronounced trend toward a shorter
work week predates the passage of the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938. The
mandated overtime work pay premium very likely contributed to the further
decline in hours worked, and by 1940 only 7 percent of the men employed in
manufacturing were working 49 or more hours of work per week.
Starting with 1929, the data has more detail regarding hours of work per
week. In that year, most men working less than 49 hours per week still
worked long hours-only 4 percent of all the men worked 40 or fewer hours
per week. By 1940 though, the 40-hour work week had emerged as the modal
behavior in manufacturing, a trend that is accentuated by 1950 when about 2
in 3 men were working exactly 40 hours per week. To sum, in the relatively
short span of 31 years, from 1909 to 1940, the 49-plus hours week went from
being the norm to being a rarity, and the 40-hour work week went from near
complete absence to become the modal behavior.
B.

LABOR FORCE STATUS OF MEN AND WOMEN

The net effect of the changing behavior of men and women in the U.S.
labor market has been an important increase in the fraction of the adult civilian population who participate in the labor market.4 Table 2 covers the labor
force status of the noninstitutionalized, civilian population aged 25 to 55 for
four calendar years, 1965, 1975, 1985 and 1995.' The sample is restricted to
those aged 25 to 55 to focus on the individuals who are most likely to be raising a family, and to abstract from the confounding effects of two other important recent developments: increased enrollment in higher education typically

4.

Table 2 is based on data from the Current Population Surveys. In the early years

of the survey, labor market information was gathered for noninstitutionalized civilians only, and
to ensure comparability across years, the figures for all years in Tables 2 through 6 exclude
workers in the armed forces.
5. The surveys were conducted in March of 1966, 1976, 1986 and 1996, but the
responses used in Table 2 refer to questions about work performed during the previous calendar
year.
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Table 1: Hours of Work in Manufacturing
Percentage distribution of weekly hours of
work in manufacturing by employed males,
from the decennial censuses of population.
Hours
Worked

1909

1919

1929

1
<39
3
49
8
40
43
41 to 48
54
51
92
>49
Source: John Pencavel, Labor Supply of Men,

1940

1950

10
18
64
51
17
24
8
7
in 1 HANDBOOK OF

LABOR EcONOMICS 3, 14 (Orley C. Ashenfelter et al. eds., 1986).

Table 2: Labor Force Status of the Civilian Population
Percentage distribution of labor force status of the
civilian population aged 25 to 55 by calendar year.
Calendar
year

Full-time
Year-round
worker

Part-time
Year-round
Worker

56
1966
56
1976
62
1986
66
1996
Source: Author's computations

Part-year
worker

Non
Worker

Total

100
26
14
4
100
23
16
6
100
16
14
7
100
15
12
8
based on machine-readable versions of

BUREAU OF THE CENSUS, U.S. DEP'T OF COMMERCE, CURRENT POPULATION SURVEY, MARCH SUPPLEMENT, PUBLIC USE FILES (1966, 1976,

1986, 1996). Washington: Bureau of the Census [producer and distributor], 1962-1997. Santa Monica, CA: Unicon Research Corporation
[producer and distributor of CPS Utilities], 1997.
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resulting in a delay in joining the labor force, and increased incidence of early
retirement.
The civilian population is classified into four mutually exclusive groups.
Two of the groups are nonworkers, and "part-year workers" which includes
those working fewer than 40 weeks per year.6 The remaining two groups
consist of individuals working 40 or more weeks per year, henceforth "yearround workers," further classified by their number of hours of work per week:
those working 35 or more hours per week are "full-time year-round workers,"
while those working fewer than 35 hours per week are "part-time year-round
workers."
The first column of figures in Table 2 shows that the percentage of the
civilian population aged 25 to 55 that is employed full-time year-round has
increased from 56 percent in 1965 to 66 percent in 1995-a 10 percentage
point increase over a 30 year period. Also, there has been a steady increase
in the percentage of the population working part-time year-round, from 4 to
8 percent. A slightly smaller percentage of the population worked part-year
in 1995 than in 1965, 12 versus 14 percent. On the whole, then, we have
observed an 11 percentage point decrease in the percentage of the population
who does not work, from 26 percent in 1965 (about 1 in 4) to 15 percent in
1995 (about I in 7).7
Of the trends documented in Table 2, one is especially interesting to
those who study the American family-the secular increase in the percentage
of the population aged 25 to 55 who works full-time year-round. As noted
earlier, in 1965 slightly better than 1 in 2 individuals in this age group worked
full-time year-round, but by 1995 the fraction had increased to 2 out of every
3. The net increase in the fraction of the population aged 25 to 55 who works
year-round has come about because the involvement of women in the paid
labor force has grown so rapidly in recent decades that it has more than
compensated for the decreased presence of men in the labor force. These
trends are documented in Tables 3 to 6, where the population is further
divided by race to highlight race differences that are quite pronounced in some
cases.

6. Fewer than 40 weeks per year is used as the definition of part-year work (instead
of 48 or 50 weeks) to avoid classifying teachers as part-year workers.
7. Readers familiar with labor force statistics may be surprised to learn that, in 1995,
85 percent of the population aged 25 to 55 were workers since labor force participation rates
were lower than 85 percent for that year. Labor force participation rates are computed at a
moment in time (a snapshot). Abstracting from the issue of unemployment, year-round workers
will always respond that they are employed, but of the 12 percent of the population who are
part-year workers, some will and some will not be employed during the survey week, giving a
labor force participation rate below 85 percent.

1.998]
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1. Race and Sex Differences
8
Table 3 presents trends in the labor force status of nonwhite men, using
the same calendar years and classification employed in Table 2. Between
1965 and 1975, the percentage of nonwhite men aged 25 to 55 working fulltime year-round dropped 7 percentage points, from 76 to 69 percent. The
percentage working part-time year-round dropped 1 percentage point. And
there was a modest 2 percentage point increase in the fraction working partyear. As a result, between 1965 and 1975 the fraction of nonwhite men not
working at all doubled from 6 percent to 12 percent. In the following 20 years
the fraction of nonwhite men in part-year employment followed a steady
decline, and there was no change in the fraction in full-time year-round
employment, so that by 1995, 15 percent of "prime-age" nonwhite men did
not work at all during that year.
Much the same trend was observed for white men, but the percentage
who remain employed is considerably higher than for nonwhite men. In Table
4, we see that between 1965 and 1975 the percentage of prime-age white men
who are full-time year-round workers dropped by 6 percentage points, from
88 to 82 percent. This decline is not fully compensated for with part-time and
part-year employment, so by 1995 the fraction of prime-age white men who
did not work at all during the year was 6 percent, double the fraction observed
in 1965.
While men aged 25 to 55 are failing to join the labor force, or are leaving
it, in much higher numbers in 1995 than in 1975, in the last three decades
women have arrived in the labor force in unprecedented numbers. Table 5
documents the trend for nonwhite prime-age women, and the figures for white
women appear in Table 6.
Nonwhite women have traditionally participated in the labor market in
relatively high numbers. In 1965, 1 in 3 nonwhite women did not work at all,
1 in 3 were full-time year-round workers, and 1 in 3 were either part-time or
part-year workers. During the following 30 years, the ranks of the full-time
year-round workers increased to 54 percent of all nonwhite women aged 25
to 55, with another 20 percent found in the two other categories of workers.
Thus, by 1995, only 1 in 4 of these women did not work at all.
Table 6 documents the rapidly increasing involvement of white women
aged 25 to 55 in the U.S. labor market. While in 1965 almost half of all these
women did not work at all, and only 28 percent worked full-time year-round,

8. Nonwhite is defined as every race other than white, e.g., black, nonwhite Hispanic,
American Indian, Pacific Islander, etc.
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Table 3: Labor Force Status of Civilian Nonwhite Men
Percentage distribution of labor force status of the
civilian population aged 25 to 55 by calendar year.
Calendar
year

Full-time
Part-time
Part-year
Non
Total
Year-round Year-round
worker Worker
worker
Worker
1966
76
3
15
6
100
1976
69
2
17
12
100
1986
69
4
15
13
100
1996
69
3
12
15
100
Source: Author's computations based on machine-readable versions of
BUREAU OF THE CENSUS, U.S. DEP'T OF COMMERCE, CURRENT POPULATION SURVEY, MARCH SUPPLEMENT, PUBLIC USE FILES (1966, 1976,
1986, 1996). Washington: Bureau of the Census [producer and distributor], 1962-1997. Santa Monica, CA: Unicon Research Corporation
[producer and distributor of CPS Utilities], 1997.
Table 4: Labor Force Status of Civilian White Men
Percentage distribution of labor force status of the
civilian population aged 25 to 55 by calendar year.
Calendar
year

Full-time
Part-time
Part-year
Non
Total
Year-round Year-round Worker Worker
worker
Worker
1966
88
1
8
3
100
1976
82
2
12
5
100
1986
82
2
11
5
100
1996
82
3
9
6
100
Source: Author's computations based on machine-readable versions of
BUREAU OF THE CENSUS, U.S. DEP'T OF COMMERCE, CURRENT POPULATION SURVEY, MARCH SUPPLEMENT, PUBLIC USE FILES (1966, 1976,

1986, 1996). Washington: Bureau of the Census [producer and distributor], 1962-1997. Santa Monica, CA: Unicon Research Corporation
[producer and distributor of CPS Utilities], 1997.
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by 1995 only 1 in 5 of these women did not work, and more than half of them
worked full-time year-round. Also, the percentage of women working parttime nearly doubled over this period, growing from 7 to 13 percent, while the
fraction engaged in part-year work declined.
The implications for the American family of the trends reported in Tables
2 through 6 are clear. The traditional division of labor within the family, with
the man working for a wage and the woman working at home, is rapidly being
replaced by an arrangement that calls for both parents to work outside the
home with, in many cases, the woman working outside the home full-time
year-round.
Most of the rest of the analysis in this paper is based on the Current
Population Survey for March of 1996. By 1996, the early practice of not
asking those individuals in the armed forces about their labor force activities
had been abandoned, so in the calculations for 1996 those employed by the
armed forces remain in the sample.9 To reassure the reader that the trends and
levels of labor force participation are not affected by the inclusion or
exclusion from the sample of those in the armed forces, Table 7 presents the
labor force status of the population aged 25 to 55 during 1995, further
classified by sex and race. Inspection of each row in Table 7 and the
corresponding bottom row in Tables 3 through 6 reveals that the differences
are negligible if at all present.

EI.
A.

THE U.S. LABOR MARKET TODAY

HOURS WORKED PER WEEK AND WEEKS WORKED PER YEAR

Having examined the trends in the proportion of prime-age men and
women who are involved in the labor market, next is provided a closer
inspection of the amount of work performed outside the home by these men
and women. Table 8 presents the average number of hours of work outside
the home per week during 1995 for men and women, classified by their labor
force status. On average, full-time year-round workers average 44 hours per
week, with the men averaging 4 more hours per week than the women. Parttime workers average 23 hours per week, with no difference between men and
women. Finally, those who work only part of the year average 34 hours per
week. In practice, hardly anyone has a 34-hour work week. Some of the partyear workers in fact work full-time while the rest of them work half-time, so

9.

See supra note 2.
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Table 5: Labor Force Status of Civilian Nonwhite Women
Percentage distribution of labor force status of the
civilian population aged 25 to 55 by calendar year.
Calendar
year

Full-time
Part-time
Part-year
Non
Total
Year-round Year-round
Worker
Worker
worker
Worker
1966
33
9
24
33
100
1976
40
7
19
34
100
1986
51
6
15
27
100
1996
54
7
13
26
100
Source: Author's computations based on machine-readable versions of
BUREAU OF THE CENSUS, U.S. DEP'T OF COMMERCE, CURRENT POPULATION SURVEY, MARCH SUPPLEMENT, PUBLIC USE FILES (1966, 1976,
1986, 1996). Washington: Bureau of the Census [producer and distributor], 1962-1997. Santa Monica, CA: Unicon Research Corporation
[producer and distributor of CPS Utilities], 1997.
Table 6: Labor Force Status of Civilian White Women
Percentage distribution of labor force status of the
civilian population aged 25 to 55 by calendar year.
Calendar
year

Full-time
Part-time
Part-year
Non
Total
Year-round Year-round
worker Worker
Worker
Worker
1966
29
7
18
48
100
1976
33
9
19
39
100
1986
45
11
17
26
100
1996
53
13
14
21
100
Source: Author's computations based on machine-readable versions of

BUREAU OF THE CENSUS, U.S. DEP'T OF COMMERCE, CURRENT POPU-

LATION SURVEY, MARCH SUPPLEMENT, PUBLIC USE FILEs (1966, 1976,

1986, 1996). Washington: Bureau of the Census [producer and distributor], 1962-1997. Santa Monica, CA: Unicon Research Corporation
[producer and distributor of CPS Utilities], 1997.
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Table 7: Labor Force Status of the Population in 1995
. Percentage distribution of labor force status of the
civilian population aged 25 to 55 during 1995 by sex and race.
Full-time
Yearround
Worker
66
70

Part-time
Yearround
Worker
8
3

Part-year
worker

Non
Worker

Total

11
12

15
15

100
100

82
54

3
7

8
13

6
26

100
100

52

13

'14

21

100

All
Nonwhite
men
White men
Nonwhite
women
White
women
Source: Author's

computations based on machine-readable versions of

BUREAU OF THE CENSUS, U.S. DEP'T OF COMMERCE, CURRENT POPULATION SURVEY, MARCH SUPPLEMENT, PUBLIC USE FILES (1966, 1976,
1986, 1996). Washington: Bureau of the Census [producer and distrib-

utor], 1962-1997. Santa Monica, CA: Unicon Research Corporation
[producer and distributor of CPS Utilities], 1997.

Table 8: Labor Force Status of the Population in 1995
Average hours worked per week and average weeks worked
during 1995 by labor force status and sex.
Status

Average hours worked

All
44

per week
Men Women
42
42

Average weeks worked

All
51

Men
51

Women
51

Full-time
year-round
50
50
50
23
24
23
Part-time
year-round
22
24
23
31
39
34
Part-year
Source: Author's computations based on machine-readable versions of
BUREAU OF THE CENSUS, U.S. DEP'T OF COMMERCE, CURRENT POPULATION SURVEY, MARCH SUPPLEMENT, PUBLIC USE FILES (1996).

Washington: Bureau of the Census [producer and distributor], 19621997. Santa Monica, CA: Unicon Research Corporation [producer and
distributor of CPS Utilities], 1997.
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that on average they work 34 hours per week.' Moreover, the men who work
part-year are more likely than the women to be employed full-time, so they
average 39 hours of work per week compared to 31 hours for the women.
The last 3 columns in Table 8 report the average number of weeks
worked during 1995 by prime-age men and women. It is readily apparent that
there are essentially no differences between men and women in the number of
weeks worked when we compare workers with the same labor force status.
That is, men and women who work full-time year-round both averaged 51
weeks of work during 1995. Part-timers averaged 50 weeks, and part-year
workers averaged close to 23 weeks.
The picture that emerges from Table 8 is in some ways rather surprising.
One might expect that, conditional on men and women having the same labor
force status, women work outside the home significantly fewer hours per week
than men, but this is not the case. Among full-time workers, women average
4 fewer hours of work outside the home per week than men, which is less than
a 10 percent difference. Given that in most American families women still
bear primary responsibility for raising the children and housekeeping,"
perhaps they manage their responsibilities by not working full-time year-round
while their children are still very young. To examine this possibility, Table
9 classifies the population aged 25 to 55 into three age groups, 25 to 34, 35 to
44 and 45 to 55, and reports the labor force status for each age group. The top
panel in Table 9 presents the figures for the men, to have a point of reference
for the analysis of the figures for the women.
1. Sex and Age Differences
Regardless of their age, in 1995 over 80 percent of the men worked yearround with the vast majority of them working full-time. The fraction who
worked part-year is 11 percent for the men aged 25 to 34, and it drops to 8
percent at older ages. Few men did not work at all: 6 percent of those aged 25
to 44, with the fraction rising to 10 for those aged 45 to 55-the oldest group
examined in Table 9. The fact that 1 in 10 men aged 45 to 55 did not work at
all during 1995 probably reflects the increased trend toward early, perhaps
very early, retirement seen in recent decades. These age differences are rather
small; the general pattern in the top panel of Table 9 is that the labor force
status of men is, by and large, independent of age. With this in mind, we can
turn to the figures for women.

10. Author's computations using data described in note to Table 2.
11. See FRANCiNE D. BLAU & MARRIANE A. FERBER, THE ECONOMICS OF WOMEN, MEN
AND WORK 50-56 (2nd ed. 1992) (for an excellent discussion).
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Table 9: Labor Force Status in 1995 by Sex and Race
Percentage distribution of labor force status of the civilian
population aged 25 to 55 during 1995 by age, sex and race.

25 to 34

Age
35 to 44

45 to 55

Full-time year-round
Part-time year-round
Part-year
Nonworker
Total

79
4
11
6
100

83
3
8
6
100

79
3
8
10
100

Nonwhite women
Full-time year-round
Part-time year-round
Part year
Nonworker
Total

51
7
17
26
100

57
7
11
24
100

55
7
10
27
100

Status
Men:

White women
54
53
51
Full-time year-round
12
14
11
Part-time year-round
11
13
17
Part-year
23
20
21
Nonworker
100
100
100
Total
Source: Author's computations based on machine-readable versions of
BUREAU OF THE CENSUS, U.S. DEP'T OF COMMERCE, CURRENT POPULATION SURVEY, MARCH SUPPLEMENT, PUBLIC USE FILES (1996).
Washington: Bureau of the Census [producer and distributor], 19621997. Santa Monica, CA: Unicon Research Corporation [producer and
distributor of CPS Utilities], 1997.
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The most striking pattern to be found in the bottom two panels in Table
9 is the absence of any age differences in the percentage of women who did
not work at all during 1995. Of the white women aged 25 to 34, 21 percent
did not work compared with 20 percent of those aged 35 to 44. The
corresponding figures for nonwhite women are 26 and 24 percent
respectively. 2 The women aged 25 to 34 are in their prime childbearing years
and are the ones most likely to have preschool children at home. If they do
not stay home in higher proportions than do older women, perhaps they
accommodate the relatively high demand for their time at home by working
either part-time year-round or only part-year. In fact, 51 percent of nonwhite
women aged 25 to 34 worked full-time year-round during 1995, while 57
percent of those aged 35 to 44 did so. The same fraction worked part-time, 7
percent, and a higher fraction of those aged 25 to 34 worked part-year: 17
percent versus 11 percent of the women aged 35 to 44. The same pattern
emerges for white women, though in their case the proportion of women who
worked full-time year-round is much closer for the two age groups under
discussion. In sum, the evidence suggests that women aged 25 to 34 are more
likely than older women to work part-year, and as the children grow older a
higher fraction become full-time year-round workers. Also, younger women
are no more likely than older women to be full-time homemakers nor to be
part-time workers.
The conclusion just reached, that women aged 25 to 34 seem to balance
their family responsibilities and their labor force participation by relying more
heavily on part-year work, invites a deeper analysis of the "part-year" worker
than this data set allows. Nevertheless, it is important to note that the "partyear" classification does not imply that these women work part of the year in
every year. Rather, the classification captures the women who either left or
joined the labor force during 1995. In fact, it has long been established in
labor economics literature that women typically do not display a behavior of
3
intermittent labor force participation.'

12. Sample sizes are considerably smaller for nonwhite than for white workers, so it is
unsurprising to see more variation over time and across ages in the figures for nonwhite than
for white workers. This variation simply reflects greater sampling error in the nonwhite sample,
rather than more "varied" behavior on the part of nonwhite workers.
13. For the seminal work on this topic see James J. Heckman & Robert J. Willis, A
Beta-logistic Model for the Analysis of Sequential Labor Force Participationby Married
Women, 85 J. POL ECON. 27, 27 (1977) (providing evidence that a married woman's labor force
status in one year is a good predictor of her labor force status in subsequent years).
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THE EFFECT OF MARITAL STATUS AND BEING HEAD OF HOUSEHOLD

The evidence presented in Table 9, that age is not an important
determinant of labor force status for women, suggests that we look for other
factors that may help explain which women join the labor force and which do
not. An obvious candidate is the role played by a woman in her family, in
particular, whether she is the head of household. Table 10 reports the
percentage of individuals who are head of household,14 classified by labor
force status, sex and race. The sample is, again, restricted to those in the 25
to 55 age group. The first row reports the percentage, in each sex and race
group, who are head of household regardless of their labor force status. In this
age group, 41 percent of the individuals are head of household. Among the
men, 46 percent of the nonwhite and 59 percent of the white are head of
household. It may come as a surprise to some readers that a relatively high
fraction of the women have primary responsibility for their households.
Among the women, 39 percent of the nonwhite and 24 percent of the white are
head of household.
The first column in Table 10 shows the percentage of all individuals aged
25 to 55 in 1996 who are head of household, classified by their labor force
status. As one would expect, heads of household are more likely to be
employed than not working, and are more likely to work full-time year-round.
As the figures show, 47 percent of those working full-time year-round are
head of household, compared to 28 percent of those who work part-time, 33
percent of those who work part-year, and only 29 percent of those not working
at all. Yet there are important differences across sex in this dimension. For
nonwhite and white men alike, full-time work is most highly associated with
being head of household, and the percentage drops as the ties to the labor
force weaken. This is not the case for women. About 39 percent of nonwhite
women are head of household regardlessof their laborforce status. About
24 percent of white women are head of household, again regardless of their
labor force status. Thus, it appears that when a woman finds herself the head
14. The "head of household" or "householder" (which is the term used by the Bureau
of the Census since the operational definition was revised in 1979) is defined as follows: The

householder refers to the person (or one of the persons) in whose name the housing unit is
owned or rented (maintained) or, if there is no such person, any adult member, excluding
roomers, boarders, or paid employees. If the house is owned or rented jointly by a married
couple, the householder may be either the husband or the wife. The person designated as the
householder on the file the "reference person" on the CPS-260 control card to whom the
relationship of all other household members, if any, is recorded. BUREAU OFTHE CENSUS, U.S.
DEP'T OF COMMERCE, CURRENT POPULATION SURVEY, (Mar. 1998). Technical documentation

prepared by the Administrative and Customer Services Division, Microdata Access Branch.
Washington: The Bureau 1998.
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of her household, this does not increase the likelihood that she will become a
full-time year-round worker.
Another factor that may have an effect on a woman's propensity to join
the labor force is her marital status. Table 11 presents the percentage of
individuals aged 25 to 55 in 1996 who are married, spouse present, classified
by labor force status, sex and race. The top row of the table reports the
percentages with no regard to labor force status. We see that 2 of every 3
individuals in this age group are married, spouse present, and that there are
large race differences. Slightly over one half of the nonwhite men (53
percent) are married, spouse present, compared to 69 percent of the white
men. Given the negligible extent of inter-racial marriage in the U.S., the same
pattern is evident for the women: only 45 percent of the nonwhite and 69
percent of the white women are married, spouse present.
With respect to labor force status, men who work full-time year-round are
more likely to be married, spouse present, than men in the remaining three
labor force categories. Not surprisingly, the opposite is true for women. The
presence of a husband very clearly correlates positively with part-time work,
and slightly less with part-year work and no work. This is an interesting
finding. Recall that neither of the factors examined earlier, age and being
head of household, appear to have an effect on women's labor force behavior.
The presence of a husband does not discourage women from working
altogether-note that 63 percent of all white women who worked full-time
year-round during 1995 have a husband present-but it clearly allows women
to opt for less time spent in the market and more time spent at home. Of the
white women, 79 percent of those working part-time, 72 percent of those
working part-year, and 75 percent of those not working at all have a husband
present. Much the same pattern is evident for nonwhite women, though the
incidence of marriage for this group is lower than for whites across all
categories of labor status.
C.

THE EFFECT OF CHILDREN

The demand for a woman's time at home clearly depends on the presence
of children, especially young children. Table 12 reports the percentage of
women aged 25 to 55 in 1996 who have "own" children 5 under the age of 6
and 18 living at home, by labor force status. The top row reports the overall
proportion of women with children in those age categories. We see that only

15. In the current population survey, the operational definition of "own" children is
"biological and adopted children." Therefore, stepchildren, grandchildren, foster and other
children are not counted as own children.
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Table 10: Heads of Household in the Population
Percentage of individuals who are head of household by labor force
status in 1995, sex and race (population aged 25 to 55).
Status

All

Nonwhite
Men

White
Men

Nonwhite
Women

White
Women

24
39
59
46
41
All
25
38
63
52
47
Full-time
year-round
23
39
42
33
28
Part-time
year-round
24
39
45
39
33
Part-year
24
40
39
27
29
Nonworker
Source: Author's computations based on machine-readable versions of
BUREAU OF THE CENSUS, U.S. DEP'T OF COMMERCE, CURRENT POPULATION SURVEY, MARCH SUPPLEMENT, PUBLIC USE FILES (1966, 1976,
1986, 1996). Washington: Bureau of the Census [producer and distributor], 1962-1997. Santa Monica, CA: Unicon Research Corporation
[producer and distributor of CPS Utilities], 1997.
Table 11: Marital Status of the Population
Percentage of individuals who are married, spouse present,
by labor force status in 1995, sex and race (population aged 25 to 55).
Status

All

Nonwhite
Men

White
Men

Nonwhite
Women

White
Women

69
45
69
53
66
All
63
44
73
60
67
Full-time
year-round
79
51
47
42
71
Part-time
year-round
72
47
53
44
63
Part-year
75
43
45
33
62
Nonworker
Source: Author's computations based on machine-readable versions of
BUREAU OF THE CENSUS, U.S. DEP'T OF COMMERCE, CURRENT POPULATION SURVEY, MARCH SUPPLEMENT, PUBLIC USE FILES (1966, 1976,
1986, 1996). Washington: Bureau of the Census [producer and distributor], 1962-1997. Santa Monica, CA: Unicon Research Corporation
[producer and distributor of CPS Utilities], 1997.
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23 percent of the women have one or more children under the age of 6 living
at home, and 55 percent have one or more children under the age of 18 living
at home. Note that 45 percent of the women aged 25 to 55 do not have own
children under the age of 18 living at home. That is, for all rows in Table 12,
the two right-most columns add up to 100 percent.
As expected, the presence of children, especially young children, deters
many women from full-time year-round market work. Across labor force
status, 16 percent of women working full-time year-round have own children
under the age of 6 at home, compared to 34 percent of the women not working
at all. Put differently, nonworkers are more than twice as likely than full-time
workers to have young children at home. The same pattern emerges when we
examine women's work vis-a-vis the presence of children under the age of 18.
Women with children under the age of 18 are underrepresented among those
working full-time (47 percent versus 55 percent for all women) and they are
overrepresented in the remaining categories of labor force status.
The distribution presented in Table 12 does not give the proportion of
women with children under the age of 6 who work full-time year-round.
Instead, it tells us what fraction of, say, the women who work full-time yearround have children under the age of 6. Many readers will be interested in the
distribution of labor force status conditional on the presence of children, so it
appears in Table 13.
Table 13 confirms what has been reported 16 and received a fair amount
of attention: more than 1 in 3 women with children under the age of 6
worked full-time year-round during 1995. Another 31 percent (13 plus 18)
worked either part-time or part-year, which leaves about I in 3 of these
women as full-time homemakers. As the children grow older, more women
become full-time workers. Column 2 in Table 13 shows that 45 percent of the
women with children under the age 18 at home work full-time. Note that the
fraction working either part-time or part-year is only slightly lower than for
women with children under the age of 6-30 versus 31 percent. The bigger
difference is in the fraction who do not work at all. Only 1 in 4 women, 25
percent, with children under the age of 18 do not work at all. Finally, women
with no children at home work in very large numbers. About 1 in 6 (18
percent) do not work, and almost 2 of every 3 work full-time year-round.

16. BUREAU OF LAB. STAT., U.S. DEP'T OF LAB., LABOR FORCE STATISTICS DERIVED
FROM THE CURRENT POPULATION SURVEY, 1948-1987, 804-806 (1988).
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Table 12: Women with Own Children at Home
Percentage of women with own children at home under the
ages of 6 and 18, by labor force status in 1995
(population aged 25 to 55).
Status

Under 6

Under 18

No children

45
55
23
All
53
47
16
Full-time year-round
36
64
25
Part-time year-round
36
64
31
Part-year
37
63
34
Nonworker
Source: Author's computations based on machine-readable versions of
BUREAU OF THE CENSUS, U.S. DEP'T OF COMMERCE, CURRENT POPU-

(1966, 1976,
1986, 1996). Washington: Bureau of the Census [producer and distributor], 1962-1997. Santa Monica, CA: Unicon Research Corporation
[producer and distributor of CPS Utilities], 1997.
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Table 13: Labor Force Status by Presence of Children
Percentage distribution of labor force status
of women during 1995 by presence of own children
at home (population aged 25 to 55).
No children
Under 18
Under 6
Status
62
45
37
Full-time year-round
9
14
13
Part-time year-round
11
16
18
Part-year
18
25
32
Nonworker
100
100
100
Total
of
versions
Source: Author's computations based on machine-readable
BUREAU OF THE CENSUS, U.S. DEP'T OF COMMERCE, CURRENT POPULATION SURVEY, MARCH SUPPLEMENT, PUBLIC USE FILES (1966, 1976,
1986, 1996). Washington: Bureau of the Census [producer and distributor], 1962-1997. Santa Monica, CA: Unicon Research Corporation
[producer and distributor of CPS Utilities], 1997.
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IV. A CLOSER LOOK AT PART-TIME EMPLOYMENT
One thing is quite clear from Table 13. Women with children at home
are significantly more likely to work part-time or part-year or not work at all,
than women without children at home. Rather than assume that women with
children rely more on part-time and part-year work because of their family
obligations, we can examine this issue because the Current Population Survey
questionnaire asks for the reasons why workers are engaged in something
other than full-time work. In the next 4 tables, we examine the separate
responses by individuals who typically engage in full-time work and those
who do not. Table 14 presents the percentage distribution of reasons for
working less than 35 hours on the week prior to the survey by individuals who
usually work full-time, classified by sex. As before, the survey year is 1996
and the individuals are aged 25 to 55.
A.

REASONS FOR WORKING PART-TIME

The main reason why workers who usually work 35 hours or more per
week worked fewer than 35 hours during the week prior to the survey is that
the workers enjoyed a vacation or personal day(s) away from work. Note that
there is no sex difference in this dimension. The next most frequently cited
reason for men to be away from work is their own illness or injury. This is the
most frequently cited reason by women. Work stoppages due to slack work,
labor disputes or bad weather account for 25 percent of the men and only 11
percent of the women who are full-time workers but did not work full-time on
the week prior to the survey. This large sex difference probably stems from
the pronounced difference in the occupational and industrial distribution of
employment of men and women. Men are significantly more likely than
women to be employed in manufacturing, to be production line workers and
to be unionized, which puts them at higher risk of layoff, and labor disputes. 7
About 1 in 10 of these workers did not work full-time because of the seasonal
nature of their work, school demands, and reasons involving the military. The
next to least frequently given reason is family or personal obligations. As one
would expect, women are twice as likely as men to cite family obligations as
the reason for being absent from work. Casual observation suggests that when
a child is ill it is the woman who stays home, and the data confirm this view.
Moreover, if We believe that women are in no worse health condition than
17. OFFicE OFEMPLOYMENT AND UNEMPLOYMENT STAT. IN CoLiABoRATioN WITH THE
OFF. OFPUBIUCATION, BuREAu oFTmE CENsus, 45 EMPLOYMENT AND EARNINGS 1998,184,199,

215 (Jan. 1998) (documenting the stylized facts enumerated in the text).
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men, it is likely that a lot of missed work due to family obligations goes
unreported, because the women instead report their own illness as the reason
for missing work. Finally, it is interesting to note that a scant I percent of all
workers who missed work on the previous week cite child care problems as
the reason.
Since family obligations and child care problems account for a very low
percentage of all the reasons for missed work, this question is more closely
examined by restricting the sample to women aged 25 to 34 only. The figures
appear in Table 15, where we see that the distribution of reasons for missed
work given by white women aged 25 to 34 are practically identical to the
distribution for all women aged 25 to 55."
The figures in Tables 14 and 15 suggest that women with children who
work full-time are only slightly more likely than men to miss work due to
family or personal obligations or child care problems, as a fraction of all
reasons for missed work. For both men and women, these two categories
simply do not account for an important fraction of missed work. It may well
be that those women who find themselves in a family situation that demands
a lot of their time simply opt for less than full-time work. This possibility is
examined in the next two tables.
Table 16 presents the percentage distribution of reasons for working parttime by workers who usually work part-time. Indeed, the sex differences in
this distribution are very pronounced. While only 6 percent of the men aged
25 to 55 cite family obligations as their reason for usually working part-time,
half of all the women do so. The vast majority of the men (93 percent)
working part time do it because of slack work, seasonal work, health
problems, school demands, and other factors, compared to only 43 percent of
the women. Finally, it is interesting to note that the women who choose to
work part-time do not appear to do so because of difficulty securing child
care, since only 7 percent cite child care problems as the reason they work
part-time. Of course, this proportion increases when we focus on relatively
young women, because they are the ones with young children at home. Table
17 presents the same calculations that appear in Table 16, with the sample
limited to women aged 25 to 34. We see that the percentage of part-time
female workers who cite family obligations stays about the same (for white

18. White women account for over 80 percent of the sample of women, so to get a clear
picture of any possible differences across age groups, when comparing the figures in Table 14
with those in Table 15, it is essential that we focus on the figures for white women. The
apparent race differences in Table 15 are probably due to the difference in sampling error
between nonwhite and white women. See supra note 8.
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Table 14: Reasons for Missed Work Among Full-Time Workers
Percentage distribution of reason for working less than 35 hours
during the week prior to the 1996 survey by individuals who usually
work full-time by sex (population aged 25 to 55).
Reason
Men
Women
Vacation/personal day
33
33
Own illness or injury
23
34
Slack work, labor dispute, bad weather
25
11
Seasonal work, school, military, other
12
10
Family/personal obligations
6
12
Child care problems
1
1
Total
100
100
Source: Author's computations based on machine-readable versions of
BUREAU OF THE CENSUS, U.S. DEP'T OF COMMERCE, CURRENT POPULATION SURVEY, MARCH SUPPLEMENT, PUBIC USE FILES (1966, 1976,

1986, 1996). Washington: Bureau of the Census [producer and distributor], 1962-1997. Santa Monica, CA: Unicon Research Corporation
[producer and distributor of CPS Utilities], 1997.
Table 15: Missed Work by Young Women Working Full-Time
Percentage distribution of reason for working less than
35 hours during the week prior to the 1996 survey by women
aged 25 to 34 who usually work full-time, by race.
Reason
Nonwhite
White
Vacation/personal day
28
32
Own illness or injury
43
35
Slack work, labor dispute, bad weather
15
9
Seasonal work, school, military, other
5
12
Family/personal obligations
6
10
Child care problems
3
1
Total
100
100
Source: Author's computations based on machine-readable versions of

BUREAU OF THE CENSUS, U.S. DEP'T OF COMMERCE, CURRENT PoPu-

LATION SURVEY, MARCH SUPPLEMENT, PUBUC USE FILES (1966, 1976,
1986, 1996). Washington: Bureau of the Census [producer and distributor], 1962-1997. Santa Monica, CA. Unicon Research Corporation
[producer and distributor of CPS Utilities], 1997.
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women), and the proportion who cite child care problems nearly doubles, from
7 percent in Table 16 to 12 percent in Table 17.
The figures indicate that about 1 in 8 women aged 25 to 34 work parttime because of child care problems, but 1 in 2 does so because of family
obligations. This suggests that whatever factors encourage women to choose
part-time over full-time work, problems with securing child care does not
appearto be an importantone. A qualification is in order. The wording of
a question can bear heavily on the responses it elicits. In this instance the
exact wording is:
Some people work part-time because they cannot find fulltime work or because business is poor. Others work part
time because of family obligations or other personal
9
reasons. What is your main reason for working part-time?
If respondents believed they had to choose one of the four reasons listed by
the interviewer then we cannot read too much into the low fraction of women
citing child care problems as their reason for working part-time.
B.

WEEKLY EARNINGS AND HOURLY WAGES

Whatever the reason many women choose to work part-time, this choice
greatly reduces the employment opportunities available to them. Part-time
workers are concentrated in relatively few occupations, typically in the lowpaying service sector.2 We expect, then, that these women's earnings and job
benefits will lag considerably behind those of full-time workers-the subject
of the next four tables.
Table 18 presents the average weekly earnings of workers aged 25 to 55
who worked 40 weeks or more during 1995 (year-round workers), classified
by full- or part-time status, sex and race. It comes as no surprise that full-time
workers earn substantially higher weekly earnings than do part-time workers.
Of course, those working full-time average almost twice as many hours of
work per week than part-time workers (see Table 8). Among the full-time
workers, men earn considerably higher weekly earnings than women. For
example, nonwhite men on average earn weekly earnings that are 37 percent
higher (667 divided by 487) than the earnings of nonwhite women, and 26
percent higher than those of white women. The earnings gap between white
19. BUREAU OF THE CENSUS, U.S. DEP'T OF COM., CURRENT POPULATION SURVEY,
MARCH SUPPLEMENT, PUBUC USE FILES (1996). Washington: Bureau of the Census [producer

and distributor], 1962-1997. Santa Monica, CA: Unicon Research Corp. [producer and
distributor of CPS Utilities], 1997.
20. Author's computations using the data described in note to Table 2.
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Table 16: Reasons for Working Part-Time
Percentage distribution of reason for working part-time
by individuals who usually work part-time,
by sex (population aged 25 to 55).
Reason
Men
Women
Family/personal obligations
6
50
Slack work, only found part-time work,
56
27
seasonal work, work week < 35
hours
Health limitations, in school, retired,
37
16
other reasons
Child care problems
1
7
Total
100
100
Source: Author's computations based on machine-readable versions of
BUREAU OFTHE CENSUS, U.S. DEP'T OF COMMERCE, CURRENT POPULATION SURVEY, MARCH SUPPLEMENT, PUBLIC USE FL (1966, 1976,
1986, 1996). Washington: Bureau of the Census [producer and distributor], 1962-1997. Santa Monica, CA: Unicon Research Corporation
[producer and distributor of CPS Utilities], 1997.
Table 17: Reasons for Working Part-Time by Young Women
Percentage distribution of reason for working part-time
by women aged 25 to 34 who usually work part-time, by race.
Reason
Nonwhite
White
Family/personal obligations
20
48
Slack work, only found part-time work,
41
25
seasonal work, work week < 35
hours
Health limitations, in school, retired,
26
15
other reasons
Child care problems
13
12
Total
100
100
Source: Author's computations based on machine-readable versions of

BUREAU OF THE CENSUS, U.S. DEP'T OF COMMERCE, CURRENT POPULATION SURVEY, MARCH SUPPLEMENT, PUBLIC USE FLE (1966, 1976,

1986, 1996). Washington: Bureau of the Census [producer and distributor], 1962-1997. Santa Monica, CA: Unicon Research Corporation
[producer and distributor of CPS Utilities], 1997.
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men and women is greater still. Last, the race gap in earnings is more than
twice as high for the men than for the women: white men earn 18 percent
more than nonwhite men, while white women earn 9 percent more than
nonwhite women.
Turning now to the weekly earnings of part-time workers, the first thing
to notice is that earnings are much more compressed for this group than for
full-time workers. That is, white men (who have the highest average earnings)
earn 33 percent more than nonwhite women (who have the lowest earnings).
The same calculation among full-time workers shows that the weekly earnings
of white men are 61 percent (784 divided by 487) higher than those of
nonwhite women.
Among part-time workers, while white men enjoy higher earnings than
white women, and the same holds for nonwhite workers, white women
average higher earnings than nonwhite men. Though, as mentioned earlier,
the very small sample sizes for nonwhite workers dictate that we view small
differences (e.g., 267 versus 253 dollars) as indicative of no difference.
Table 19 reports the average hourly wage rate of year-round workers,
classified by labor force status, sex and race. Note that these averages are not
ratios of average weekly earnings (Table 18) to average hours worked per
week (Table 8). Instead, for each worker in the sample, his or her average
hourly wage rate is computed, and the figures appearing in Table 19 represent
the averages for all workers in each category. The hourly wage gap between
men working full-time and part-time is plain to see. This means that the
weekly earnings of men working full-time are much higher than the earnings
of part-timers not only because full-timers work almost twice as many hours
per week, but also because they earn significantly higher hourly wage rates.
It may come as a surprise to note that this is not the case for women. The
wage premium earned by women working full-time is quite modest-white
women working full-time earn wages that are only 4 percent higher than the
wages of part-timers. This fact may help explain why many women choose
to rely on part-time work in order to balance their career aspirations and their
family obligations. With regard to the race gap in wages, note that it is much
wider for part-time than for full-time workers. The figures for the women
show that the race gap in wages of full-time workers is a 7 percent advantage
for whites, while their advantage is 21 percent among part-time workers. The
same pattern is evident for the men.
C.

AVAILABILITY OF HEALTH AND PENSION BENEFITS

Another important dimension of compensation is fringe benefits. The
Current Population Survey asks respondents about employer-provided health
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Table 18: Weekly Earnings
Average weekly earnings (dollars) in 1995, by labor force
status, sex and race (population aged 25 to 55).
Nonwhite
Men
667

White
Men
784

Nonwhite
Women
487

White
Women
529

Full-time
year-round
Part-time
267
311
233
267
year-round
Source: Author's computations based on machine-readable versions of
BUREAU OF THE CENSUS, U.S. DEP'T OF COMMERCE, CURRENT POPULATION SURVEY, MARCH SUPPLEMENT, PUBLIC USE FILEs (1966, 1976,

1986, 1996). Washington: Bureau of the Census [producer and distributor], 1962-1997. Santa Monica, CA: Unicon Research Corporation
[producer and distributor of CPS Utilities], 1997.
Table 19: Hourly Wage Rates
Average hourly wage rate in 1995, by labor force
status, sex and race (population aged 25 to 55).
Status

Nonwhite
Men
15.0

White
Men
17.1

Nonwhite
Women
11.7

White
Women
12.5

Full-time
year-round
Part-time
10.3
14.6
9.9
12.0
year-round
Source: Author's computations based on machine-readable versions of
BUREAU OF THE CENSUS, U.S. DEP'T OF COMMERCE, CURRENT POPULATION SURVEY, MARCH SUPPLEMENT, PUBLIC USE FILES (1966, 1976,

1986, 1996). Washington: Bureau of the Census [producer and distributor], 1962-1997. Santa Monica, CA: Unicon Research Corporation
[producer and distributor of CPS Utilities], 1997.
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benefits and pension plans. Table 20 reports the percentage of all workers
aged 25 to 55 who are covered by an employer-provided health plan during
1996. Overall, 59 percent of workers aged 25 to 55 receive this benefit, and
the first row in the table shows that men are more likely to receive it than
women. The first column in the table shows that the most important factor in
determining whether workers have health coverage is their labor force status:
while 68 percent of all full-time workers are covered, only 27 percent of parttime and part-year workers are covered. In fact, looking across the second row
of Table 20 we see that there is practically no sex difference in the coverage
rate when we compare men and women of the same labor force status. The
only exception to this rule comes from white men who are part-year workers.
They have a significantly higher coverage rate than the remaining groups.
Perhaps this finding is driven by the occupational and industrial distribution
of employment of white men who are possibly leaving or arriving in the labor
force and, thus, are classified as part-year workers.
Turning now to the second fringe benefit mentioned above, Table 21
reports the percentage of all workers aged 25 to 55 who, in 1996, participated
in an employer-provided pension plan. The left-most figure in the first row
gives the overall percentage: 57 percent of all workers participate in such
plans, and the remaining figures in the first row indicate that there are no sex
or race differences. The first column of Table 21 shows that the availability
of a pension plan is highly correlated with the labor force status of the worker,
with the highest proportion found among full-time workers. The reader may
be surprised to note that a pension plan is more widely available to part-time
and part-year workers than is a health plan. This may reflect the fact that
health benefits typically are independent of a worker's earnings, so from the
employer's perspective health benefits are considerably more expensive to
provide for part-time than for full-time workers, when computed on a manhour basis. Pension benefits, instead, typically call for employer contributions
that are a fixed percentage of a worker's earnings and, therefore, are no more
expensive to provide for part-time than for full-time workers.
V.
A.

MANAGING WORK AND FAMILY

CHILD CARE ARRANGEMENTS

The evidence reviewed up to now indicates that family obligations are
the primary reason why women work part-time. It is of interest then, to
examine the types of child care arrangements that women rely on in order to
work for a wage, and.the financial burden that it entails. The final two tables
present evidence on these two issues. Table 22 reports the percentage
distribution of child care arrangements used by working mothers for children
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Table 20: Employer-Provided Health Plans
Percentage who are covered by an employer-provided health plan, by
labor force status, sex and race (population aged 25 to 55).
Status

All

Nonwhite
Men
59
66

White
Men
65
69

Nonwhite
Women
56
68

White
Women
52
66

All
59
Full-time
68
year-round
Part-time
27
27
29
27
26
year-round
Part-year
27
25
33
24
24
Source: Author's computations based on machine-readable versions of

BUREAU OF THE CENSUS, U.S. DEP'T OF COMMERCE, CURRENT POPU-

(1966, 1976,
1986, 1996). Washington: Bureau of the Census [producer and distributor], 1962-1997. Santa Monica, CA: Unicon Research Corporation
[producer and distributor of CPS Utilities], 1997.
LATION SURVEY, MARCH SUPPLEMENT, PUBLIC USE FILES

Table 21: Employer-Provided Pension Plans
Percentage whose employer provides a pension plan by labor
force status, sex and race (population aged 25 to 55).
Status

All

Nonwhite
Men
57
62

White
Men
58
61

Nonwhite
Women
57
66

White
Women
57
65

57
All
63
Full-time
year-round
Part-time
39
31
28
38
42
year-round
40
34
35
33
Part-year
37
Source: Author's computations based on machine-readable versions of
BUREAU OF THE CENSUS, U.S. DEP'T OF COMMERCE, CURRENT POPU-

(1966, 1976,
1986, 1996). Washington: Bureau of the Census [producer and distributor], 1962-1997. Santa Monica, CA: Unicon Research Corporation
[producer and distributor of CPS Utilities], 1997.
LATION SURVEY, MARCH SUPPLEMENT, PUBLIC USE FILEs
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five years old and younger for three calendar years, 1965, 1982 and 1988. In
1965, the vast majority of children of preschool age were cared for at a home:
47 percent at the child's home, and 37 percent at someone else's home. A
mere 15 percent of working mothers sought group care or another type of
arrangement for their children. Note that few fathers cared for their children
even if the child stayed home. Only 10 percent of the children were looked
after by their father, so that almost 4 out of every 5 children cared for at their
own home received care from someone other than their father.
In the short span of 17 years a dramatic change took place. The
proportion of children cared for at home fell by 21 percentage points. The
entire reduction came from the number of working mothers who had their
children cared for by someone other than the father at the child's home. The
use of all other type of arrangements increased, especially the use of group
care which more than doubled as a percentage of the total, going from 8 to 19
percent. The trend toward more use of group care continued in the following
6 years. By 1988, roughly 1 in 3 children were cared for at home, 1 in 3 were
cared for at someone else's home, and 1 in 3 were placed in group care. Other
type of arrangements accounted for just 7 percent of the total. These data shed
no light as to the likely reasons for this pronounced trend toward group care.
A number of factors may have been at work, e.g., improved quality, more
widespread availability, and decreasing relative cost of group care (relative to
alternative types of care).
B.

EXPENDITURES PER CHILD

Finally, to have a sense of the financial burden borne by women who
work outside the home and must pay for child care services, in Table 23 the
level of annual expenditures per child by husband-wife families in 1995 is
examined. The families are stratified on income, and expenditures are
reported separately based on the age of the child. The first column of figures
gives the average total dollar amount spent per child of a given age. Within
all income groups, families spend larger amounts of money on their children
as the children get older. In all three income groups, on average families
spend about one thousand dollars more on a child aged 12 to 17 than on a
child aged 0 to 5. As we saw in Tables 12 and 13, women with children are
more likely to stay home or work part-time when their children are very
young, thus avoiding the cost of child care services. This may help explain
why these data indicate that families spend the least amount of money on the
youngest children.
There is another sense in which these data fail to convey the extent of the
financial burden that child care costs impose. The typical age-earnings profile
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Table 22: Child Care Arrangements
Percentage distribution of child care arrangements used by employed
mothers for children aged 5 and younger.
Calendar year
1988
1982
1965
29
26
47
Care in child's home:
13
10
10
by fathers
16
15
37
by others
33
44
37
Care in another home
31
19
8
Group care
7
12
7
All other arrangements
100
100
100
Total
Source: FRANCE D. BLAu & MARIANNE A. FERBER, THE ECONOMICS
OF WOMEN, MEN AND WORK 282 (2nd ed. 1992).
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of a worker in the U.S. labor market is upward sloping. That is, through
accumulated general work experience and seniority with an employer, a
worker's earnings rise over time. It is likely, then, that annual expenditures
of $5,550 for a pre-schooler represent a higher proportion of the family's
income than are expenditures of $6,510 for a teenager, because the parent is
younger and his or her earnings are relatively low when the child is very
young.
In the remaining columns of Table 23 the percentage distribution of
expenditures by type is presented. The column labeled "Housing" combines
what appear to be "essential" expenditures (housing, food, transportation,
clothing and health care) into a single category of expenditures. The next
category includes child care and education. These two expenses are combined
to reflect the fact that pre-kindergarten schooling is in many ways simply a
form of child care. The last category of expenses cover what appear to be the
least essential items: personal care items, entertainment and reading
materials. Housing, food, and the like represent as little as 74 and as much as
86 percent of all expenditures per child, depending on the family income level
and age of the child. The combined expenses on child care and education
represent as little as 4 and as much as 14 percent of total expenses. These
figures do not suggest that child care costs put families under heavy financial
strain. This is especially true when we note that, at all levels of family
income, expenses on nonessentials are only slightly lower than expenses on
child care for children aged 5 and younger.
VI.

THE CASE FOR

NOT MANDATING BENEFITS FOR PART-TIME JOBS

Many women work part-time while their children are young, and casual
observation suggests that more of them would if more part-time jobs were
available. The cost to the women is that they acquire less work experience
and earn lower wages while employed part time. The benefit is that they may
provide better care for their children than if they work full-time. As we saw
earlier, part-time jobs offer reduced pecuniary compensation and few, if any,
benefits.
There are those who favor the imposition of mandatory benefits and
higher pay for part-time jobs. Sometimes the argument given is that single
women with young children cannot "make it" on a low-paying part-time job
that has no benefits. The problem here is one of poverty, brought about by a
lack of the skills that are better remunerated in the labor market. It is the
government, not the business sector, that is charged with dealing with the
issue of poverty through social programs.
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Table 23: Annual Expenditures Per Child
Annual expenditure per child by husband-wife families in 1995
by family income and age of child, and percentage distribution
of expenditure by type.
Family income
and age of
child

Total
(dollars)

Percentage distribution of
expenditures
Housing

Child
care

b

Personal
care

Total

itemsc

Income less
than $33,700
0-5
5,500
78
12
10
6-11
5.755
84
6
10
12-17
6,510
86
4
10
Income
$33,700
to 56,700
0-5
7,710
75
14
11
6-11
7,865
81
8
11
12-17
8,645
84
5
11
Income more
than
$56,700
0-5
11,430
74
14
12
6-11
11,465
78
9
12
12-17
12,410
81
7
12
a Housing, food, transportation, clothing and health care.
bChild care and education.
C Personal care items, entertainment and reading materials.
Source: U.S. BUREAU OF THE CENSUS, STATISTICAL ABSTRACT OF THE UNrrEs STATES 460 (1997).

100
100
100

100
100
100

100
100
100

1998]

WOMEN, WORK AND FAMILY

Mandating new benefits for full-time and part-time jobs, e.g., provision
of child care by the employer, paid maternity leave, and similar programs will
have one of three effects on the cost of labor to employers. First, assume it is
cost saving. If the provision of additional mandated benefits makes the
workers more productive, results in less absenteeism, and lower quit rates,
employers will figure this out and offer the benefits of their own initiative.
Therefore, if additional benefits are cost decreasing, there is no need to
mandate them.
Next, assume that mandating extra benefits is cost neutral in the sense
that the employer can renegotiate with the worker so that the total compensation is about the same, but because of the extra benefits the pecuniary portion
is now lower. There are two problems with this. One, unless the employer
can get much better prices for child care than employees, those employees
would, no doubt, rather decide how to spend their money instead of having a
large portion allocated by government mandate. Two, in a two-worker family
this becomes especially problematic because the value to a family of duplicate
health benefits, duplicate child care facilities, and similar benefits is
considerably reduced. The family would be much better off with the money
instead.
Last, assume that the mandated extra benefits increase costs to employers. How could this be? Workers earning near minimum wages or exactly the
minimum wage cannot renegotiate to have the pecuniary component of their
compensation lowered to offset the cost of extra benefits. In this situation, the
cost of labor increases relative to three ready substitutes for low-skill labor
earning minimum wages. First, low-skill labor becomes more costly relative
to skilled labor encouraging substitution of skilled for low-skill workers. We
have had a very rapid increase in the demand for skilled labor in the U.S. in
the last twenty years, to the detriment of low skill-labor. We do not need
policies that encourage more of this. Second, it makes labor costs expensive
relative to capital which encourages further automation of the workplace.
Third, it makes labor expensive relative to foreign labor, encouraging the
export of capital and jobs to foreign countries.
If employers are not required to offer on-site child care, for instance,
should the government provide it? The government can be a very inefficient,
that is, expensive supplier of goods and services. Child care needs local, not
global solutions dictated from Washington, D.C. What works in Manhattan,
make not work in Paris, Texas. Moreover, parents benefit from having a wide
range of choices available.
If employers are not ordered to provide on-site child care, and I would
rather the government not do it either, what can be done to help women
manage their careers and their family obligations? The best policy available
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is to expand the practice of allowing parents to credit child care expenses
against income tax liabilities, since the current allowance is rather small. This
policy does not put labor, especially low-skill labor, at a disadvantage and it
encourages the provision of child care by the private sector enhancing the
chances that parents will have a wide array of suppliers of services from
which to choose.

